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Orr: The New Albin Inscribed Tablet

THE NEW ALBIN INSCRIBED TABLET
ELLISON ORR
in excavating for a
cellar under the residence of Mr. August Welper, of New Albin,
Iowa, discovered a catlinite (pipe stone) tablet with pictograpks
inscribed on both obverse and reverse sides, and 'the purpose of
During

the

summer

of

1915,

workmen,

this paper is to set out briefly the data connected therewith.

New Albin is built on an extensive terrace of sand and gravel,
outwash from the glacier of the Wisconsin Ice Sheet — lying
along, the bluffs on the Iowa side of the Mississippi river, and
extending from the state line between Iowa and Minnesota on the
north, down the river to the mouth of the Oneota or Little Iowa
River on the south. .The terrace has a length of about one and
one-half miles and an average width of approximately one-half
mile.

This terrace or "Bench,"

it is locally called, has an elevation
above the present flood plain of the river of from 40 to 50 feet
and is simply an immense sand-bar of the old river, now covered
with a foot or two of black sandy loam, and with heavy deposits
of loess along and drifted against the foot of the bluffs.
It is an ideal town site, and evidently appealed to the Indian
as such as well as to his white successors.
While the digging for the Welper cellar was being done, one
side caved in, and when the earth and sand was cleared away
the tablet was found in it.
It was impossible to tell at just what depth it originally lay,
but from where it was found in the cave-in, with reference to
the surface

as

soil, the workmen

concluded

it originally lay about

three feet below the surface.

a

a

a

a

it

it,

No bones, charcoal, pottery or other relics of any kind were
which would lead to the conclusion that
with
might
have been cached there for safe keeping and that its owner had
died or possibly had been killed or driven away in war and all
knowledge of its location lost.
celt and fine spud found in
Similar cases are the cache of
1911 in
bank beside the road near the May residence on the
couple of pairs
O'Reagan "Bench" on the Oneota, and that of
of arrow-shaft smoothers and
number of mortars, grinding
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stones,

celts, etc.,

found

a
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half mile southwest of New Albin,

Mr. R. H. Thompson.

by

Copper

beads and other trinkets

found

have been

in the gravel pits in

from time
part of

the north

to time by the workmen
the town, and just over the line in Minnesota,

on the terrace,

are two mounds now nearly obliterated. Hill, Brower and Winchell in Aborigines of Minnesota say that there were nine more to

Iowa, wherq is now the railroad gravel pit.
On the top of the high bluff a little north of the village, and
over the line in Minnesota, is a group of four tumuli or conical
burial mounds, and to the southwest of these on a terrace on the
north side of the Winnebago Creek, is a large group containing
forty — all of the conical type. About one mile southwest of the
village but still on the terrace, there was formerly a circular
earthwork now obliterated by cultivation.
The south end of the terrace where it abuts on the flood plain of
the Oneota, consists of four salient points and three re-entrants,
the most easterly of which extends as a drainage valley up to the
junction of the Iowa River and state line roads, and up the east
branch of which the Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul Railway
ascends to the level of the top of the terrace.
On the most westerly salient, near the extreme point is a mound
the south

of

these in

about twenty feet in diameter and two feet high, which tradition
Mrs.
says is the burial place of an Indian chief named Four-eyes.

of Mr. Hayes who first settled on the
land, and who later built a large and comfortable residence,
Hausman,

a daughter

since burned

down,

close beside this mound,

says that an old

Indian woman told her parents that, when a child, she saw the
burial and that a hole was dug and in it was placed the chief's
dead horse with him astride, dressed in all his finery, and that
the earth was then heaped around and over the horse and man.

On the next point to the east are Indian graves but no mounds.
On the third is a mound, while somewhere to the north of these
points, in the fields, was located the circular earthwork mentioned
before.

No doubt

New Albin terrace like those of the Oneota Valley
been occupied for centuries as camp or village sites by, at
times, comparatively
numerous populations of the Aborigines.
Resulting from these occupancies are the very numerous burials,
the covered up debris of camps, and the earthworks — mound, for
the

has

tifications, and totemic.
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NEW ALBIN TABLET

Fig.

1.

Obverse

side

of New Albin

51

tablet.

The tablet is approximately

The shortest
pentagonal in shape.
The two lateral sides, the
side is the base for the pictographs.
The two top sides are of
longest, are of nearly equal length.
unequal

lengths and both shorter than the laterals, one being a

The respective lengths, beginning with

curve.

the base and then

The great
width
is
inches,
the
inches.
greatest
7^4
9%
The obverse face has been countersunk leaving a rim from %
side, are 3^4, 7*4, 4, 6, and 6^4 inches.

the right-hand
est length is

to

y2

an inch wide at the bottom and on the lateral sides, and

inch in height. On the shorter of the top sides nine tally
notches have been cut, apparently by flint ; on the longer curving
Five have been cut into the
side, thirteen ; and on the base, ten.
about

y&

top of the rim on the left side near the center, with one by itself
nearer the top.

The pictograph on

probably

of

represents a god

of
in
probably
bolt of lightning, runs diagonally downward to near

or devil having

the body and limbs

a bird, facing the left.

tended for a

the obverse side

Krom

a man

with

the head

the head a zigzag line,

of the left-hand rim.
The center figure on the reverse

the center

side is much more deeply

in

cised than any other on the tablet and may be a representation
a flower or wand.
On each side of this is a lozenge-shaped

of
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Fig.

2.

Reverse side oi New Albin

VOL.

XXIX,

1922

tablet.

These three figures
figure resembling a spear head or knife.
reach from the base half way to the top and fill the space from
side to side.
Above them and running crossways of the tablet,

with

the base to the right,

is more faintly traced what looks like

picture of a lighthouse.
Other lines on both sides were undoubtedly

a schoolboy's

purposely put there
but with two exceptions they do not form an
outline picture of any object. One of these is a small cross within
by the engraver,

and near the top of the flower pictograph, the other at the right of
and near the loins of the god, may be intended for a frog.
Photographs

of both sides of

the tablet are attached.

WAUKON.
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